This article explores girls' learning about issues of femininity that takes place in the presence of others online, connected through chat rooms, instant messaging, and role-playing games. Informed by critical and poststructuralist feminist theorizing of gendered subjectivity, agency, and power, the article draws from qualitative interviews with 16 girls in Vancouver, Canada. Girls reported that online activities allowed them to rehearse different ways of being before trying them out offline, where they might have been reined in for going against perceived expectations for their gender. The article shows that girls enjoyed playing with gender and being gender rebellious. They practiced taking more initiative in heterosexual relationships than is currently authorized in prevailing rules of romance. Without necessarily challenging the underlying gendered power inequalities, some battled back in cyberspace against sexual harassment. In the conclusion, the authors reflect on the implications for girls' individual and collective empowerment and for transformative pedagogy.
Mia is a member of "the first cybergeneration" (Best & Kellner, 2003, p. 85) , a girl born into and growing up in computer culture. Her assertion that gendered boundaries (and possibly other power relations based on race, age, ability, and other markers that involve bodily distinctions) might be erased or transcended in cyberspace has been voiced in the academy, popular culture, and elsewhere (Kolko, 1999; Valentine & Holloway, 2002; Yates, 1997) . Given the ability of people to conceal their physical bodies online, just how fluid and multiple are the identities that people then construct? How easy is it, as Mia says, to "be whoever you want to be" online? Are offline boundaries created anew online? Or does the learning of femininities online somehow influence learning offline, and vice versa, and if so, how?
This article explores girls' learning about issues of femininity that takes place in the presence of others online, connected through chat rooms, instant messaging (IM), and multiplayer role-playing games. 1 In the next two sections, we set the article in context by exploring the growing scholarly work on the construction of gender and sexuality identities in various online settings as well as in schools and homes where computers are in use and by explicating our theoretical framework. We then introduce our study and describe our research methodology. We show that girls enjoyed playing with gender and being gender rebellious. They practiced taking more initiative in heterosexual relationships than is currently authorized in prevailing rules of romance. Without necessarily challenging the underlying gendered power inequalities, some battled back in cyberspace against sexual harassment. In the conclusion, we reflect on the implications for a gender-equitable pedagogy.
Computer-Mediated Constructions of Gendered Identities
A Statistics Canada online census of 8,000 schoolchildren found that of secondary students, 93% had a computer and 88% had the Internet at home (Statistics Canada, 2004) . Of Canadian teens ages 12 to 17, 73% regularly do e-mail, 70% use IM, 29% download music, and 28% play online games with friends (Shaw, 2004) . A U.S. Department of Education survey of computer and Internet use by children and youth showed no gender gap in Internet use rates; there were, however, some minor gender differences in Internet activities. Girls were more likely to use the Internet for e-mail or IM and completing school assignments; boys, for games, shopping, and finding information about news, weather, or sports (DeBell & Chapman, 2003, p. 36) .
There is a growing scholarly interest in exploring the construction of gender and sexual identities in various online settings, although much of it is still theoretical (e.g., Kenway, 1997) or textual (i.e., done exclusively with disembodied, online participants; e.g., Addison & Comstock, 1998; Bassett, 1997; J. Davies, 2004; Reid-Walsh & Mitchell, 2004) rather than with face-to-face participants (but see Holloway, Valentine, & Bingham, 2000; Kendall, 2002; Valentine & Holloway, 2002) .
As a backdrop to this work, it is crucial to note the link between technological competence and the construction of gendered identity. A number of studies of children's computer use have found that some boys use their knowledge of computer technology as "the basis for alternative constructions of masculinity, in which expertise in this area compensates for other, more traditionally male qualities such as physical prowess" (Facer, Sutherland, Furlong, & Furlong, 2001, p. 210) . Technological skills and competence have come to be coded as masculine, whereas "women lack technological competence to the extent that they want to appropriately perform femininity" (Jenson, de Castell, & Bryson, 2003, p. 562) .
Because masculine-marked forms of knowledge convey and confer actual power on those who "master" them, it becomes important for boys (both for themselves and to help to sustain hegemonic social forms) to claim privileged access to this knowledge, and hence this power, and to deny them to their female peers. (Paechter, 2002, p. 71) Thus, Grenn (age 14), a girl in our study, was told by a boy she knew that she couldn't "play [computer] video games because [she is] a girl."
The most in-depth study of gendered identities and computer technologies at school that we are aware of is a case study of three schools and their communities in England by Sarah Holloway, Gill Valentine, and Nick Bingham (2000) . They show that students' attitudes toward, and patterns of use of, computers are "negotiated through competing masculinities and femininities in the classroom context" (p. 617). At one school, for example, a group known as the "techno boys" were highly competent (e.g., able to reassemble a computer) but socially marginalized by another group of boys, "the lads," who used computers to play games and surf the Web but derived their power (over the girls and the techno boys) from sports and attractiveness to girls. The girls, in the heterosexual economy of the school, found the techno boys unattractive. They were annoyed by the lads but still worried about appearances in front of them; they did not want to be seen as incompetent on the computer or to be subjected to sexual harassment (the lads tricked them into looking at sites with images of half-naked women).
At another school in the study done by Holloway et al. (2000) , certain activities, like e-mail and chat, were becoming coded as feminine, with boys and girls explaining this by recourse to "essentialist explanations" (p. 629). By contrast, in a study of elementary school children, Christie (1997) found that girls and boys used e-mail more often to defy rather than confirm gender stereotypes (p. 8). Christie's research showed boys using technology "to build relationships and form connections with others" (p. 14), thus challenging the stereotype that only girls do this.
Conceptual Framework
We follow Paechter (2002) in conceptualizing femininities as "communities of practice." This is consistent with a view of femininity as a discourse, which focuses analytic attention on the "ongoing, evolving, unfolding social organization of the actual practices of actual individuals" (Smith, 1988, p. 38) . This approach assumes that gender is performative, something accomplished again and again through people's practices (Butler, 1990 (Butler, , 1993 Nelson, 1999) .
For members of a community of practice, learning can be thought of as a process of being engaged in and developing an ongoing practice. There is no point at which the practice is learned; it is dynamic and constantly being finetuned by its members. (Paechter, 2002, p. 72) In the context of our study, this means that when girls are interacting with others online, they can elect to pass as other than girls or as other than "good girls" acting in conformity with the tenets of acceptable femininities or "emphasized femininity," which is "oriented to accommodating the interests and desires of men" (Connell, 1987, p. 183) . As girls transgress the boundaries of conventional femininities, though, they can expect resistance. "Communities of practice of masculinity remain relatively powerful compared to those of femininity. . . . Powerful communities tend to police their boundaries strongly in order to retain the 'purity' of the community" (Paechter, 2003, p. 548) .
Moreover, what represents an acceptable or unacceptable gender performance shifts as situations change. Offline and online are particular contexts, and as we shall see, even online, there are different contexts where femininities are practiced (e.g., more gender switching occurs in role-playing sites). Rather than expect that there are no gender boundaries online or, conversely, that offline boundaries are simply recreated anew online, we theorize the two environments as influencing each other (Valentine & Holloway, 2002) and also foreground ongoing constructedness of gender in both sites.
Our analysis is informed by critical and poststructuralist feminist theorizing of gendered subjectivity, agency, and power, which has emphasized how individuals' seemingly unique and autonomous decisions and actions are shaped by language, culture, and institutions (see, e.g., B. Davies, 1993; Jones, 1993; St. Pierre & Pillow, 2000; Weedon, 1987) . "In poststructuralist theory the focus is on the way each person actively takes up the discourses through which they and others speak/write the world into existence as if they were their own" (B. Davies, 1993, p. 13) .
Our analysis of gender relations, although informed by poststructuralism, is not as determinist as some accounts; we do not see the self or subjectivity as mere effects of discourses (on this point, see Nelson, 1999 , especially p. 338 for a critique of Butler, 1990 Butler, , 1993 . We assume, as practice theorists 2 do, that human beings act and make decisions within particular contexts created by our past actions and decisions, and that although "bound by the conditions of their political, economic, and cultural circumstances" (Dillabough, 2004, p. 498) , we have some room to improvise "on materials provided by the gender order" (Connell, 2002, p. 23) . We agree with Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain (1998) that "improvisations, from a cultural base and in response to the subject positions offered in situ, are taken up as symbol, potential beginnings of an altered subjectivity, an altered identity" (p. 18). Nevertheless, there is a felt moral imperative to get gender "right" or risk being seen as abnormal within one's social networks. How freed up are girls in disembodied cyberspace to transgress this moral imperative?
Research Methodology
Our methodological approach is rooted in a "postpositivist" paradigm of qualitative research interviewing (see, e.g., Kvale, 1996) . We sought to elicit detailed stories from our participants through questions such as "tell me about a time when you felt powerful online" (cf. Hollway & Jefferson, 2000) . The interviews for this article come from a larger study called "Girl Power," which began as an investigation of processes that empower (as well as disempower) girls at school, particularly in informal peer group interactions.
Based on our interim findings midway into the study, we decided to move away from our general recruitment strategy to more specific ones, first targeting girls engaged in skateboarding (see Pomerantz, Currie, & Kelly, 2004) , then those engaged in computer and Internet activities.
In the first phase of the "Girl Power" study, we chanced to interview a number of girls who spontaneously self-identified as "computer geeks" and "Internet girls." We were intrigued that they appeared to be practicing alternative femininities. To pursue this link in more depth, we devised a recruitment brochure with the headline "Cyber Girls!" Echoing the types of computer-related activities the girls in Phase 1 described, the brochure posed the following questions to potential new participants: "Are you a girl between 13-15 years old? Do you create websites? Do you know HTML? Are you into writing fan-fiction? Do you role-play on-line? Would you call yourself a 'computer girl'?"
We distributed the brochures in public places like community centers and provided copies to high school computer teachers to post or distribute. In addition, some participants referred friends to the study. We ended up with a group of 16 girls, all of whom had been either identified or selfidentified as having an interest in computers or online activities. Because we accepted girls' self-identification as a computer girl at face value and they defined computer girl in a variety of ways, the eventual participant group ranged from IM enthusiasts to "geeks" with technical knowledge of computer software and hardware.
This article draws mainly from the computer girls part of our larger study, that is, semistructured, hour-long interviews with 16 girls in Vancouver, Canada. 4 By design (to elicit greater spontaneity in dialogue), almost all of the interviews were with pairs of friends. The girls ranged in age from 13 to 16 years. Seven were White (European Canadian), 7 were Asian Canadian (primarily Chinese, but also Korean, Filipino, Bangladeshi), and 2 were half White and half Chinese. Two were born outside of Canada and spoke English as an additional language. Based on information the girls provided about their parents' occupations and educational backgrounds and their current living arrangements, 2 were upper-middle class, 10 were middle class, and 4 were working class. Two identified as bisexual, and the other 14 implied or stated that they were heterosexual. Collectively, they attended five different high schools (3 in upper-middle class neighborhoods, 7 in working-class neighborhoods, and 6 attended a private girls' school).
Girls recruited into the computer girl part of the study were asked about access to computers and Internet connections; use of computers and the Internet at home, in school, and elsewhere; history of computer learning and use; favorite types of activities (IM, chat rooms, Web pages, surfing, writing, gaming, etc.); competence levels and what it means to be technical; influence of online activities on friendships and everyday life; and comparisons of online and offline experiences (e.g., meeting people, expressing feelings, forming social groups, being a girl). Reflecting our interest in whether emancipatory discourses, such as those of feminism, influenced the girls' sense of themselves and who they could be, near the end of the interviews we asked girls what they knew and thought about "girl power" and feminism; they were also queried about inequities based on class, race, and sexuality.
In our analysis of the transcripts for this article, we focused especially on places in the interviews where girls talked about feeling powerful or vulnerable online and the implications of these experiences in their offline social interactions. We examined instances where girls enacted, contested, or parodied conventional femininity. In instances where girls reported "bending" or playing with gender and sexuality online, we were most interested to explore what they might be learning about femininities (understood as constituted in relation to masculinities) as they experienced the pleasures, risks, and consequences of this online play.
Practicing Gender: Princess_Angel, Babyface, Shadowchild
Without a physical body and visual style cues immediately marking gender, early proponents of the Internet imagined cyberspace might free people from social positioning to explore different facets of their identity. Gendering, nevertheless, occurs online through the use of nicknames and language (Rodino, 1997) , the type of activities engaged in or Web sites visited, interaction (Kendall, 2002; Yates, 1997) , and pictures or avatars used to represent oneself in games (Kolko, 1999) or on Web pages. Those who attempt to pass as another gender report how difficult it is to achieve and maintain across time (Schiano, 1999) . Tatiana and Amy (all names and user names of participants are pseudonyms), both age 13, noted that they could spot girls trying to pass as older men through such sleuthing as examining their e-mail user names. "A lot of people [girls trying to masquerade as men] have [addresses] like princess_angel," explained Tatiana. Added Amy sarcastically, "It's like . . . that's your name-and you're a guy' [laughs] ." Girls in our study performed a variety of femininities, some conventional, others quite transgressive of emphasized femininity (Connell, 1987) and heteronormative sexuality. To illustrate, we present here two vignettes of girls with contrasting online practices of femininity (where femininity is conceptualized as discourse; see Smith, 1988) . Mia, a 16-year-old selfdescribed "night-owl computer person" and "Internet girl," enacted a conventional femininity. She lived with her single mother in a modest home, attended a public high school in an upper-middle class neighborhood, and at the time of her interview, she was well coiffed and wearing a light blue, hooded sweatshirt and expensive Miss Sixty jeans. In our wider study, girls like Mia spent their time shopping for clothing, applying makeup, flirting with boys, wondering how to become or remain popular, and talking about fashion and popular music Mia's description of the makeup quiz as "stupid" perhaps suggests some ambivalence toward what she had described in an earlier interview as a "really girly" femininity.
Most of Mia's online time was spent chatting with boys, on either AsianAvenue.com, ICQ.com [I Seek You], or MSN.com. Her user name on AsianAvenue was asianbabyface: Asian because she was half-Chinese and it started with the letter A, hence guaranteeing her a spot near the top any time someone saved her address to their alphabetically arranged "friends list," and baby face because she was told she had one.
Shale, age 14, attended public school in a working class but gentrifying neighborhood. At the time of her interview, she was wearing a baggy plaid shirt, baggy jeans, and no makeup-a style meant to convey a lack of concern for mainstream fashion. By her own description, Shale was bisexual, a practicing Wiccan (paganism, witchcraft), and an enthusiast for animé (a style of Japanese animation), Buffy the Vampire Slayer, and the Internet. Shale selected the domain name shadowchild for her Web site, which served as a shrine, first to Gundam Wing (her favorite animé show), then to Buffy the Vampire Slayer and goth (a subcultural style associated with black hair and clothes, horror-style makeup, and symbols of death such as vampires; see Hodkinson, 2002) .
In a conversation with Shale and her friend Rose (also 14) on the appeal of Gundam Wing, both acknowledged that a majority of fans were probably boys. But when Rose suggested that the plot (a guerrilla war against the oppressors of Earth led by five young male pilots from the space colonies, known as "Gundams") was the main appeal for her, Shale objected strenuously:
Rose: I don't think many guys are really in for the war for peace thing [plot] .
They're like, "Animé! Big machines! Bombs! Explosives!" Shale: Hey, hey, hey-I'm in it for the bombs, explosives, and the pretty boys.
But no, the explosions are really cool, except for they kind of make mistakes, 'cause you can't hear things exploding in space. But I like the explosions.
The Gundams, in typical animé style, are depicted as feminine or sexually ambiguous: wide eyed, delicate, and slender. In this exchange, Shale identifies with the male fans of the show (she performs as a boy) but with two twists: She lusts after the "pretty boys" (which positions her as a gay boy), and she displays technical knowledge (associated with a conventional masculinity) by pointing out the inaccuracy of the show's effects. Shale and her friend Rose used Internet chat rooms to challenge emphasized femininity and perform a rebellious femininity. They delighted in annoying girls with ultra-feminine online names like Sweet Flower Petal and dreamed of hacking onto "small Web sites with the Hello Kitty buttons and saying, 'You've been hit by Cookie the Bloody WhaHaHa' . . . in bright red lettering." They reported deflating boys' performances of hypermasculinity in chat rooms by calling into question their claim to heterosexuality: Although few girls in our study were as gender rebellious as Shale and Rose, many reported that online activities allowed them to rehearse different ways of being before trying them out in offline situations, where they might have been (or were) reined in or shut down for going against perceived expectations for their gender. Some experimented with playing the "bad girl" or taking on masculine and/or gay personas. Some used computermediated interaction to practice taking more of the initiative in potentially romantic relationships. A number of girls also described confronting boys and men online about instances of online and offline harassment.
Bad Girls, Ex-Princesses, and Other Gender Benders
Girls in our study reported taking on a number of identities online other than their own, although, in keeping with early research into this phenomenon (Roberts & Parks, 1999; Schiano, 1999) , most did not do it often or for long stretches except in the context of role playing. Seven girls had pretended to be older, although usually just by a year or two; one had switched race (i.e., Mia, who was part Chinese, part White-Jewish, pretended to be blonde and blue eyed); two had switched sexuality (by becoming heterophobic gay men); four had become beings with supernatural powers (two half-vampires, one demon, and one who could "disappear in a puff of purple smoke"); and five had switched their gender.
Two general observations are in order before turning specifically to an analysis of gender bending and switching. First, the girls who mentioned pretending to be older were those whose primary online activity was IM. These girls were among those most interested in heterosexual romance, and by lying about their age, they may have felt they were enhancing their attractiveness to older boys. Second, in all cases of identity switching, the girls took on identities marked as more powerful than their own in the wider society. A partial exception to this might be where Shale (who identified at school as bisexual) and her friend Rose (who identified as heterosexual) played gay men in an online fan-fiction story, and yet, tellingly, they did not assume lesbian alter egos.
On the basis of what the girls in our study told us, multiplayer roleplaying games afforded the most opportunities to do femininity differently online. Role playing usually occurred in text-based chat rooms in real time, where the chat room, via text and graphics, presented a thematic setting (e.g., medieval, fantasy, science fiction). Girls assumed or created the parts of fictional characters, and as they interacted with other players, they wrote a collaborative story. The problem, according to Rose, was that "you can get girls who are looking for tragic romance"-the conventional storyline:
Guys will come up and flirt with them, and they'll be doing the whole "I've been hurt before," blah, blah, blah . . . they say [via a button, which signals action rather than dialogue by turning text into another font], "blinks eyes which resemble pools of depthless water," blah, blah, blah. And I'm just going on: Come on! This is so annoying! Shale concurred: "Lots of the girls, they'll be like, 'run their hands through their silken golden hair'," blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, where the rest of the [role-playing] world's kind of going, 'scratches their head.' " By contrast, Rose and Shale attempted to rewrite the tragic-romance storyline. Rose's invented character, Harlequin, was "not good with rules." As she entered a role-playing chat room, "there's this guy going, 'Respect me! Fear me!'" Rose responded by figuratively poking him. As a result of her rule breaking, Harlequin had "had her neck snapped five times." One of Shale's characters was "this chick named Cyn" (pronounced sin), a half-vampire. Another was a "total cool bad girl" who "wears a lot of black" and was "some hunter lady who's going to take out all the vampires of the world." More recently, she had played an "assassin bartender ex-princess type demon chick": "I mean, she's quite obviously the sarcastic, scary type, runs around, can be either incredibly melodramatic or incredibly strange, but she's been just about everything." Shale's description of herself as an ex-princess (scary and sarcastic) allowed her to communicate simultaneously her familiarity with the passive, storybook subject position-often held out to girls as desirable-and her rejection of it. Although Shale's character was female, she claimed identities often coded as masculine (assassin, bartender, demon).
It was striking (because she did not know Shale) that Nina (also age 14, "very openly bisexual," and "a witch") had created a character very similar to Shale's. "My alter ego is very bitchy, very cynical. She's a dampier-halfvampire." She "is a waitress and a co-owner of this bar that my friend and I created."
Despite the power of their female characters, Nina, Rose, and Shale ran into problems in role-playing chat rooms. Rose often got kicked out by the host for being "disruptive." Shale described entering the "vampire desecrated cathedral" as a "normal girl"; her profile featured the picture of a "cool looking chick" she had found on a Web site. She discovered the hard way, though, that "if your picture doesn't show some scantily clad woman, they kick you out": I walk into this one place, and nobody talks to me. And I'm like, "Why are you all ignoring me?" . . . Then you look at, like, the other pictures, and they're [showing] really, really, really revealing clothing, and you're just, like, "Hmm." And then you go and change your picture, and you come back, and they all start talking to you, and you're like, "Wow! You're shallow!" Thus, Shale learned that garnering attention online as a girl or woman was bound up with sexual objectification (cf. Rodino, 1997, pp. 13-14) .
In another instance, which Shale described as her most powerful experience online, she pretended to be her 120-year-old character, Nelly, who became a favorite in a role-play bar: "I'd walk in, and Braden, one of the guys, would go, 'Nelly!' and, like, give me this huge hug, and then, like, I'd get free drinks and stuff." Clearly, Shale enjoyed the fact that she had invented a character that many in the bar found fun and attractive. A problem arose, however, when a guy began flirting with Shale, deliberately provoking a fight between Shale (as Nelly) and Rose (as Harlequin):
Rose: She [Harlequin] had her eyebrow ripped off. Shale: By the guy who ended up turning me into a goddess, which was really strange. Rose: I was kind of mad at you for that. I was in the chat room, and I kept raising my eyebrow, and then he ripped it off, and he kicks me out, and I was like, "OK." And I went to another room, and then I met up with her [Shale] later. She's like, "Oh, yeah. I'm a goddess. That guy that ripped off your eyebrow made me a goddess." I'm just, "What?"
As can happen in offline situations (see Duncan, 2004) , the girls' anger got turned against each other rather than toward the guy whose flirting set the girls in competition in the first place. In other instances, girls in our study tried to avoid such problems by presenting themselves as men online. Nina's female character (i.e., the halfvampire who co-owned a bar) was perceived as too aggressive, even in the context of online role playing: "Everyone was saying I was being too aggressive. And I said, 'OK, I'll save my sweet, loving personality for my female side, and I'll make me a brother' [Nick] . And everyone bought it for a while, too." When Nina found her performance of femininity as her female alter ego failing to work in online social situations, she had the freedom to play as Nick, the more aggressive male side of her personality, and her performance of masculinity was competent enough for her to pass as a man, undetected.
Anna and Beverly also decided to role play as men. They desired to play games with an already established cast of characters. Anna elected to play her favorite character, Hiei, in the animé show Yu Yu Hakusho (Spirit Detective). Hiei is a "tough guy" demon, who assumes the shape of a small young man with spiky hair and a complicated, tragic past. Anna chose Hiei because the women characters in the game are "not deep": "They're like the 'Help me! Help me!' kind of women." Unlike Nina, Anna found it difficult at times to competently perform tough-guy masculinity. "Sometimes I type things that are not manly enough [laughs] . . . . The monitor, 5 Athena Zandrite-that's her user name-she just deleted it in the nick of time before people saw it!" Beverly explained that she chose to play a male character in the roleplaying game Warcraft (via the Battle.net forum) because "if you tell people that you're a girl and stuff, then they would go, 'Oh, don't kill her . . . ' cause it's a girl and she's not that strong.'" Unlike the situations that Anna and Nina found themselves in, Beverly found it easy to pass as a man on Warcraft because "you don't really say much, because you just, like, try to kill . . . the bad people."
In sum, a number of girls in our study experienced the pleasure of bending gender and rebelling against both emphasized femininity and hegemonic masculinity. They learned, however, that the gendered boundaries online are more heavily policed than they had perhaps anticipated. A few reported that the alternative femininities that they were able to practice online had contributed positively to their personal growth. Rose said that before she did role playing, she was more shy and "giggly." As she played her character on the Buffy the Vampire Slayer site, she found she learned from her character's interactions with others to "talk totally differently from what [she] used to" and to engage in repartee. "Some people are really funny naturally, and so if you read like their stuff on the Internet, you kind of . . . pick it up," she explained. "And if you are constantly improving your character, and you make them really cool, then you also kind of pick it up." Similarly, Nina felt that she had become more extroverted. "It [being online] brought out another personality, which therefore gives me the chance to be the person I really want to be," namely, "a very aggressive girl who likes to voice my opinions."
"If You Have the Guts": Updating the Rules of Romance?
Marcia: I can talk more freely to boys, and I know more boys [online] . If it wasn't for MSN, 6 I would know no boys [laughter]. That's a guarantee. Candy: Same as me. Like, I've become more comfortable after knowing someone maybe a bit better on MSN. And you can confront people better.
Some girls, as we have seen, were aware of and could name the tragicromance storyline, and a few were attempting to rewrite it. But taking our wider study as a point of comparison, many girls were still living within that dominant storyline, which assigned them a relatively passive "official" 7 role in the area of heterosexual relationships and romance. 8 Many agreed with Pete (age 15) that most girls were still "stuck in the stereotype that guys ask girls out." They split regarding whether this rule represented an annoyance or a relief, with most girls expressing the latter. For example, Ghetto Girl (age 13) said, "People expect the guys to make the first move [asking a girl to dance], and I think that's what is good about being a girl: You don't have to do that!" "It's fun [being a girl] because you get to get all dolled up and you get to be all girly," noted Forsyth (age 14). "Guys have to approach you; you don't have to approach a guy." Added her friend Jordan (age 14), "You're just there to look pretty." Even those who wished it were not so were quick to blame girls for the status quo: "Usually," explained Brenda (age 14), "the guys [ask girls out on a date]; the girls don't have enough guts."
Rarely did girls spontaneously 9 label this boys-as-initiators-girls-asthere-to-look-pretty ideology as a sexist double standard. Instead, they described boys as (naturally) having more confidence. Seeing confidence as an essential personality trait that boys were more likely to have, however, obscured the differential power relations (based on not only gender but also age, class, race, sexual orientation, and ability) that enabled some to display confidence across a variety of settings but particularly in romantic or sexual encounters.
Mia (age 16), for example, said that "if you have the guts to," girls could ask boys out, and she didn't have enough confidence, although she felt her friend Reese did. Reese (age 16) agreed that she could be gutsy. Actually, as we will show, computer-mediated interaction stripped away certain contextual factors that leveled the playing field of heterosexual relations enough to allow both Mia and Reese to be more confident than they might have been otherwise. A number of participants in the computer girl part of our study used IM technology to practice taking more of the initiative in potentially romantic heterosexual relationships. As we will argue, these practices appear to be more an updating of the rules of romance than a direct challenge to them, but with some positive consequences for individual girls.
The IM girls were adept at screening boys online whom they might be interested in getting to know. Mia and Reese, along with Beverly, Vera, and Anna, all were members of AsianAvenue. Members created their own Web page, usually consisting of their picture, a description of themselves and their interests, and a guest book. Members then surfed around, signing the In the guy's guest book, they would say, "Oh, hey, add me on ICQ or MSN." Similarly, guys from AsianAvenue would sign their guest books, inviting them to join their MSN friends list. Once in IM or e-mail contact, they could get to know each other better online, which sometimes led to phone chats and meetings in public places, accompanied by friends.
IM afforded girls more control because they could mask feelings of shyness and embarrassment, express emotions, or simply communicate with a boy, which some found difficult to do face-to-face. Anna (age 13) liked a boy at school, and her friend Vera (also 13) assured her that the boy liked her. But the normally outgoing Anna would try not to look at him if she happened upon the boy at school. Online, however, she found she could talk to him: "You're not going to be tense about how you look, or are you looking frustrated or flushed or something." "On MSN, there's no awkward silence," stated Cheryl (age 15) simply. "With MSN," said Marcia (age 14), "you can kind of think about, like, a good comeback or something." Alana (age 13) and Cherry (age 14) expressed similar feelings. "I get kind of shy when I meet new people face-to-face," explained Cherry.
And like, once I get to know them, I turn into, like, the goofy self that I am. But over MSN, it's just kind of, like, I can be myself without having to, like, be embarrassed because I'm not, like, standing there. (Cherry) Alana agreed: "Over MSN, you can take your time and, like, process thoughts . . . and so you don't sound like a complete goon."
IM did not give girls just more time to think about what they wanted to say. Because friendship circles of girls were often logged on to MSN at the same time, they were afforded the opportunity to quickly rehearse their lines in front of a friendly audience and to consult each other (via private IM notes) about what exactly to say and how to say it to a guy they might be interested in romantically.
Cheryl: Say the guy you like is on [MSN] , you can always plan what you're going to say, and like, make it perfect. . . . And then, you can send to your friends and be like, "Can I say this? Is this okay?" Veronica: Yeah, 'cause you have your friends that you're having a conversation
[with], then you're like, "What do I say now?"
Conversely, the boys they were communicating with were not physically present and with their own male friends, as they often were at school. School settings were thus more awkward for girls (especially the younger ones) to initiate communication with a boy. When Rose (age 13), for example, said she simply greeted a boy at school, then continued walking down the hall, one of his male friends said to him in a loud voice, "'Oh, lady killer now, are we?' I'm like, 'No.'" Girls also said that boys were under more pressure from male peers at school not to reveal any emotional vulnerability they might actually be feeling about, say, girlfriends.
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Some of these conditions were changed online, and therefore girls felt more in control of social interactions with boys. "Boys, when they're around their friends, are like big macho man," explained Marcia, "and they're mean to girls. But when they're by themselves, they're, like, more nice and stuff." So she and her friend Candy preferred to talk to boys online.
Although it is not clear whether the online practices of girls taking more initiative actually challenged the underlying sexism of the conventional rules of romance, a number of participants felt their confidence had improved and had influenced their everyday lives in positive ways. Mia said chatting with and getting to know boys via IM helped her to become more outgoing:
Because you can speak a lot more and be more open-minded. You can maybe realize that you can be like that in person, too. . . . When you've met someone online and become really good friends with them, and still are to this day, then that's something special because it's really hard. That's really hard to find, actually.
Anna, who immigrated to Canada from the Philippines 3 years before she was interviewed, explained, "Before I came here, I'm [sic] not really much of a socializing person. But then, when I got online, I found out that . . . people don't really care of how you speak or stuff. And then I tried that here [in school]. I have friends." When "you talk to people online, it's like you know them in reality" and you get closer, said Vera. "So the next time you see each other, like, in real life, right, it's sometimes easier to talk to them." "I've definitely gotten to be more comfortable around guys," said Alana.
Typing Truth to Power: Battling Sexual Harassment
It's all a matter of battling out your issues. You know, the person who can type the fastest and has the fastest [Internet] connection will, ultimately, win and therefore rule teen chat.
-Nina, age 14
As much as being online was a social space of interaction where "you can say anything" (Mia) and "grow your friends" (Candy), it was also a space to be "flamed" (the recipient of deliberately hostile or insulting messages) or propositioned for cybersex. All of our participants mentioned either the chilling effect of offers to "cyber" 11 or examples of boys harassing them or being mean to them online. This finding is supported by a number of other studies. Valentine and Holloway (2002) , who studied the online and offline social networks and identities of both girls and boys, found that "only girls referred to experiences of harassment or their fears about the strangers they might meet on-line" (p. 312). Rodino (1997) reviewed four studies of (presumably adult) Internet users, which found that when users online are assumed to be female, they are subject to sexual harassment (p. 2). In a study of gender switching in virtual environments on the Internet, Roberts and Parks (1999) found that "almost all of those who said they switched genders to avoid sexual harassment were women" (p. 533), and that male-to-female switchers reported no longer gender switching because of, as one man put it, "being frequently hit on by strangers" (p. 532).
Although online sexual harassment was a fact of life, a number of girls in our study (often in pairs or small groups) did not accept it passively; they reported numerous instances of confronting boys and men about it, both those known to them as well as anonymous chat room users. In the case of persistent offers from strangers to cyber, girls were, no doubt, emboldened to take the strangers to task knowing that the strangers could not locate or harm them physically. Amy (age 13) described her most powerful online experience this way:
Amy: Oh, some jerk was like, "Hey, let's have sex." And I was like, "No, screw you! What's wrong with you? Why do you do this?" . . . I felt really good afterwards because I totally, like, yelled at him. It was like, "It's stupid like asking young girls to do things like that. So do the police know you're doing this? Should I tell them?" Shauna: You went for it. Amy: Yeah. I was just, like, really pissed off. I was having a bad day, too. Shauna: Right, so he got the brunt of your anger. Amy: Of course, I was like, "Go away." . . . It's like I have saved some poor innocent girl from a pedophile.
It is noteworthy that Amy felt it worth mentioning that she was pissed off and having a bad day. Similarly, Cheryl reported being mad one day when she decided to tell off strangers in a chat room wanting to cyber by positioning them as loners. "So I go in and I'm like, 'You guys have no lives. Go read a book.'" In response, she got "so many mean little messages, like, 'You're just sad because you can't get me'." Refusing to be positioned as sexually unattractive, Cheryl responded by repositioning herself as a person concerned with learning and substance. It may be that the attacks that Cheryl and Amy launched, even if directed at strangers in cyberspace, placed them enough outside the boundaries of conventional femininity that they felt the need to explain that they were not quite themselves that day.
Girls also described confronting boys online who had been mean to them or their friends, either online or offline. Anna reported coming to the defense of a friend being harassed by a guy offline and online. Anna's friend had been pursued by a guy who was "going on to her so strong that she doesn't really like him at all." Then the guy started to say stuff about her behind her back, like she's ugly, she's fat. Then one time, they both went on [to an AOL chat room] at the same time, and my friend needed backup. It was like, "Anna, like, get an account. Come in here with me." And I backed her up. But like, he was saying bad stuff about her, and I say that they're not true.
Cherry and Alana said boys they knew called them ugly and swore at them online. When asked how they responded, Cherry replied, "First, I tell them off, and then, I block them." (MSN allows a user to block any individual she designates from her friends list, but the block is not revealed to the person who has been blocked.) Similarly, Candy and Marcia said they blocked boys who were mean. IM also gave them the time to develop good comebacks when boys flamed them, which, at first, Marcia said they never would have said to a boy face-to-face. Then she changed her mind: "If someone insults me, I'm going to insult them back."
This power to respond to insults is significant in light of research showing that girls and women still appear to be more vulnerable to sexual insults, because boys and men have more diverse sources of strength and status (not just attractiveness, but athletic and technical abilities, for example). Francis (1997) , in a study of elementary schoolchildren, found that what she called the silly-selfish construction "allowed boys to be demanding and assertive, while the sensible-selfless position led girls to be facilitating and submissive" (p. 186). In a mixed-sex group activity set in a hotel, for example, Simon (male, age 11) assumed the role of hotel manager and proceeded to humiliate Sabrina (female, age 10), acting in the role of hotel receptionist. Simon made Sabrina a "sexualized object of ridicule," so belittled and unsupported by other members of the group that she felt unable to retaliate (p. 187). Francis observes, As femininity is constructed as sensible and selfless in opposition to masculinity, brandishing power over other members of the group (a selfish, rather than selfless position) may be fundamentally incongruous with this construction of femininity, and as such bears the risk of rendering the girl concerned not properly female. (p. 187) That girls in our study were practicing their counterattacks and were refusing to be positioned as sexual objects, often with the support of friends online, strikes us as a positive development. Our participants were, though, perhaps learning mixed messages. One message was about their vulnerability to pedophiles and flaming in cyberspace; this message, if it was the main message received, positioned girls as weak. Yet another was learning through experience to fight back, to avoid situations like chat rooms that subjected them to a disproportionate amount of sexual harassment, or both. This message positioned girls as strong (even when vulnerable) and discerning.
It must be noted that the girls' efforts to fight back against annoying requests for cybersex and mean teasing by boys would have been strengthened if they had had access to a feminist interpretation of sexual harassment, which insists that the harassment is based on unequal, gendered power relations within and between the sexes. No girl in the study used the phrase sexual harassment (although a number spontaneously described some male actions as sexism). This is perhaps not surprising, given that at this moment in history, not all people would characterize the behavior described in this section as wrong, and antifeminist arguments have been developed that suggest feminists or women have abused charges of sexual harassment (Fraser, 1992; Holland et al., 1998) . Nevertheless, from our admittedly feminist perspective, a feminist interpretation of sexual harassment would be an improvement on seeing the behavior as teasing, which tends to naturalize the phenomenon. By contrast, a feminist interpretation prompts girls to link their discursive constructions of femininities and masculinities to the division of labor and other economic inequalities "that train men in violence and create dependency within families" as well as "the organizational contexts which stabilize identities" and "the bodily consequences of men's practices" (Connell, 2004, p. 25) .
Conclusion and Pedagogical Implications
Our findings on girls' online learning about femininity have implications for girls' individual and collective empowerment. We characterize a number of participants as engaging in individual acts of gender rebellion against emphasized femininity, a discourse that reinforces women's subordination to men. By contrast, we found girls bending and switching gender to improvise nonconformist femininities and learning to express parts of themselves (e.g., aggression, sexual desire) that they had been made to feel were taboo offline; they attempted to rewrite what one called the tragic-romance storyline. We found girls practicing initiative taking in heterosexual relationships, albeit without necessarily challenging the underlying sexism of the prevailing rules of romance directly. We found girls battling sexually harassing men and boys, confronting them about their disrespect for girls and women, albeit without naming the disrespect as sexual harassment based on unequal power relations in the wider society. This is not to say, of course, that girls cannot be mean, particularly to other girls (see Currie & Kelly, in press) and to socially marginal boys.
Although the girls' improvisations represent "potential beginnings of an altered subjectivity, an altered identity" (Holland et al., 1998, p. 18 ), they did not often take up these altered identities as political. Pushing the boundaries of girlhood-of what constitutes acceptable femininity-does not necessarily mean that unequal gender relations are being transformed. For emphasized femininity and hegemonic masculinity to be challenged at the collective level, girls need access to feminist and other oppositional discourses that name their experiences and feelings and link these to the ongoing quest for gender justice.
If a task of feminism and other social justice discourses is to make visible the socially constructed nature of girlhood, then equity-minded educators might modify their pedagogy on the basis of some lessons we draw from our study of how girls learn about and practice gendered identities online. As noted, online social interactions often allow young people more time to think about how to represent themselves and what to say compared to offline social situations. Thus, there is more room to be deliberative-an ideal learning condition. Because online communications are textual, they are "frozen," thus rendering them more open to girls' critical interrogation across time.
Although, as shown above, online interactions are gendered just as surely as they are offline, it may be easier to see gendering online because of cyberspace's more recent history. As Rodino (1997) argues, "the modes of gender construction may be less naturalized in computer-mediated than in FTF [face-to-face] communication and thus, the practices of gender construction in CMC [computer-mediated communication] may be more critically approachable" (p. 17, note 28). Nevertheless, the social construction of gender online is not obvious on the face of it. Thus, our findings suggest a role for teachers to structure learning opportunities to spotlight directly gender and power issues, because the online experiences of the girls in our study did not necessarily prompt them to inquire into the sexist standards that police boundaries between what is an acceptable versus a rebellious gender performance. For example, Anna explained the lack of strong female characters in her favorite Yu Yu Hakusho role-playing game as owing to the fact that the show was made a long time ago. "At that time, women were not really that strong, like now." As it turns out, Yu Yu Hakusho was created in 1990, not a long time ago to three researchers who variously span second-and third-wave feminism; perhaps so, however, to a member of the cybergeneration for whom 1990 predates the mass use of the Internet. We see Anna's ability to filter out the ongoing production of sexist imagery in popular culture as evidence of the recuperative tendencies of the prevailing gender order (e.g., the widespread rhetoric of gender equality; see .
To prompt deeper reflections about the social construction of gender, teachers might ask students to keep a journal of their online experiences. Students could be asked to note what happens during role playing, in chat rooms, or during IM and how they feel about those happenings and why. They could conduct informal comparative experiments similar to the one Shale conducted in the "vampire desecrated cathedral" by presenting different images of themselves and noting responses. They could look for avatars that did not bear obvious markers of conventional femininity or masculinity or research the oppositional work of Women Entering Avatar Virtual Environments (see Kolko, 1999, pp. 180-181) .
A teacher could ask what it might mean to adopt an indeterminate or nonbinary gender online. Students could inquire into the use within the social virtual environment LambdaMOO, which "offers a choice of eight additional designations beyond male and female-spivak, neuter, either, splat, egotistical, plural, second and royal" (Roberts & Parks, 1999, p. 525) . What would these alternative genders look like in practice? Students could attempt to switch genders online and then reflect on their successful and unsuccessful attempts. What assumptions did the student bring to the crossgender performance? What assumptions did the people he or she was interacting with online bring to the interaction? What difference, if any, do the specifics of the online context make in the cross-gender performance (e.g., location, type of virtual environment, discussion topics)? As Kenway (1997) notes, "the value of this approach is that it has the potential to avoid both the boredom and the authoritarian preaching which feminist pedagogies often involve and which often provoke student resistance" (p. 270). At the same time, we recognize the pleasure girls experience in engaging in interactive online activities outside of extensive adult monitoring and commentary and thus urge educators to tread with some caution when attempting to turn something fun to explicitly pedagogical purposes.
Notes

